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The writings of Niklas Luhmann, the towering architect of modern systems theory, abound with
references to the literature of early German Romanticism. Starting from this observation, the
article investigates the relevance of certain Romantic ideas for the formation of Luhmann’s
theory. Transcending categories of influence and commentary, it argues that literature does not
anticipate theory in this case, nor does theory flesh out blind spots in literary texts. Rather, it
suggests that systems theory repeatedly turns to Romanticism in order to perfect its tools and
sharpen its concepts, increasing in complexity with each encounter. It is precisely this potential
for interruption and growth that Luhmann sees and values in the early Romantics and that makes
them privileged partners in his ongoing attempt to add new pillars to the grand edifice of his
social theory.

To be sure, the task of reconsidering the relations between systems theory and early
Romanticism could take different routes and the article outlines some of these in a roadmap for
alternative inquiries. A second aside, included in the article, addresses a potentially misleading
case of homonymy — the notion of system. When the Romantics speak of »systemg, often with
some degree of reservation, they engage critically as well as poetically with the philosophy of
German ldealism. Luhmann, by contrast, finds his models elsewhere and thus tends to
circumvent this particular tradition.

Nonetheless, in the ongoing endeavor of theory building, Romanticism seems to offer just the
right kind of balance between affinity and resistance to systems theory to qualify as (what
Luhmann considers the highest form of compliment) an irritation. Without a strong dose of
Romanticism, one might say, systems theory would neither »see< the world by way of
observation, nor recognize the resilience of communication (even in the face of
incomprehensibility), nor fully acknowledge the systemic processes of creating autonomy by
way of autopoiesis.

With Romanticism, Luhmann claims, art begins to reflect on its autonomy. Now fully liberated
from serving religious purposes or teaching moral lessons, art commences anew. It becomes
markedly and decidedly self-reflexive. Though it shares this feature with all functional systems,
there is something special in the self-reflexivity, which constitutes the autonomy of art — the
rejection of all determinations coming from the outside. Modern art presents nothing but art
and it draws radical attention to this fact. Romantic irony, doublings, and a penchant for
negotiating writing as the medium of literature, all perform this feat. Through such devices,
Romanticism playfully showcases the autonomy of art and, by extension, the autopoiesis of art
as social system. Looking at the way Romanticism treats and establishes autonomy deepens the
theoretical insights into the workings of autopoiesis.

Luhmann also credits Romanticism with exploring the boundaries of communication. He reads
Romantic texts as staging prolonged experiments with self-sabotaging communications, be they
reduplication, indeterminacy, oscillation, or incommunicability. While testing the limits of
communication, Romanticism cannot help but demonstrate how unshakably robust the concept
is — for communication can indeed communicate all of the above and still not fall apart. Since
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even outlandish communication fails to bring about its own end, the Romantics serve as a test
case for a larger point Luhmann likes making: communication is the foundation of all social
systems and as such, always continues, no matter what. Having been vetted in this way, his
theory stands, as Luhmann notes with much delight.

What Literary Studies consider as fiction, systems theory describes as a particular model of
observation. Romanticism with its fairy tale universes, dream-like parallel spheres, unlikely
encounters and split characters, offers contingent, ever-changing and always advancing
observations. It thus brings to light that which is otherwise confined to the background — the
world as it appears and as it potentially could be. In so doing, Romanticism makes the world,
however fleetingly, noticeable for both the occasional reader as well as the astute theorist.

Conversely, to Luhmann’s infatuation, the Romantics seem to have found in him exactly the
kind of reader they always dreamed of — someone who transitions effortlessly from reader to
critic, and who renews the textual tradition upon which he draws, unlocking the potential of
texts as he endows them with new and unexpected meanings, while also deepening his own
critical insights through the challenges they pose. Luhmann himself might either have been
conscious of this connection or appalled by the suggestion, but in the intellectual encounters he
sought and created throughout his works, the foremost theorist of social systems lets himself be
profoundly irritated by the writers of early German Romanticism.

References

Behler, Ernst, Klassische Ironie, romantische Ironie, tragische Ironie. Zum Ursprung dieser
Begriffe, Darmstadt 1972.

Behler, Ernst, German Romantic Literary Theory, Cambridge 1993.

Binczek, Natalie, Im Medium der Schrift. Zum dekonstruktiven Anteil in der Systemtheorie
Niklas Luhmanns, Munchen 2000.

Chincilla Pawling, Perla/Aldo Mazzucchelli/Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht (eds.), Beobachtung
zweiter Ordnung im historischen Kontext. Niklas Luhmann in Amerika, Paderborn 2013.

De Berg, Henk, Kunst kommt von Kunst. Die Luhmann-Rezeption in der Literatur- und
Kunstwissenschaft, in: H.B./Johannes F. Schmidt (eds.), Rezeption und Reflexion. Zur
Resonanz der Systemtheorie Niklas Luhmanns auBerhalb der Soziologie, Frankfurt a. M.
2000, 175-221.

De Berg, Henk, Luhmann’s Systems Theory and Its Applications in Literary Studies. A
Bibliography, European Journal of English Studies 5 (2001), 385-436.

De Berg, Henk/Matthias Prangel (eds.), Kommunikation und Differenz. Systemtheoretische
Ansatze in der Literatur- und Kunstwissenschaft, Opladen 1993.

De Berg, Henk/Matthias Prangel (eds.), Differenzen. Systemtheorie zwischen Dekonstruktion
und Konstruktivismus, Tlbingen/Basel 1995.

De Berg, Henk/Matthias Prangel (eds.), Systemtheorie und Hermeneutik, Tibingen/Basel 1997.

De Berg, Henk/Johannes F. Schmidt (eds.), Rezeption und Reflexion. Zur Resonanz der
Systemtheorie Niklas Luhmanns aul3erhalb der Soziologie, Frankfurt a. M. 2000.

De Man, Paul, The Rhetoric of Romanticism, New York 1984.

Frank, Manfred, Einfiihrung in die frilhromantische Asthetik. Vorlesungen, Frankfurt a.M.
1989.

Jager, Georg, Systemtheorie und Literatur, Teil |: Der Systembegriff der Empirischen
Literaturwissenschaft, Internationales Archiv fir Sozialgeschichte der deutschen
Literatur 19 (1994), 95-125.

Jahraus, Oliver, Theorieschleife. Systemtheorie, Dekonstruktion und Medientheorie, Wien
2001.



Jahraus, Oliver/Benjamin M. Schmidt, Systemtheorie und Literatur, Teil 1ll: Modelle
systemtheoretischer Literaturwissenschaft in den 1990ern, Internationales Archiv fur
Sozialgeschichte der deutschen Literatur 23 (1998), 66-111.

Jahraus, Oliver/Nina Ort (eds.), Bewuf3tsein — Kommunikation — Zeichen. Wechselwirkungen
zwischen Luhmannscher Systemtheorie und Peircescher Zeichentheorie, Ttbingen 2001.

Jahraus, Oliver/Bernd Scheffer (eds.), Interpretation, Beobachtung, Kommunikation.
Avancierte Literatur und Kunst im Rahmen von Konstruktivismus, Dekonstruktion und
Systemtheorie, Tubingen 1999.

Jahraus, Oliver et al. (eds.), Luhmann-Handbuch. Leben — Werk — Wirkung, Stuttgart/Weimar
2012.

Koschorke, Albrecht, Die Grenzen des Systems und die Rhetorik der Systemtheorie, in:
A.K./Cornelia Vismann (eds.), Widerstdnde der Systemtheorie. Kulturtheoretische
Analysen zum Werk von Niklas Luhmann, Berlin 1999, 49-60.

Landgraf, Edgar, Improvisation as Art. Conceptual Challenges, Historical Perspectives, New
York 2011.

Ludemann, Susanne, Beobachtungsverhéltnisse. Zur (Kunst-)Geschichte der Beobachtung
zweiter Ordnung, in: Albrecht Koschorke/Cornelia Vismann (eds.), Widerstande der
Systemtheorie. Kulturtheoretische Analysen zum Werk von Niklas Luhmann, Berlin 1999,
63-75.

Luhmann, Niklas, Gesellschaftsstruktur und Semantik. Studien zur Wissenssoziologie der
modernen Gesellschaft, Frankfurt a. M. 1980.

Luhmann, Niklas, Liebe als Passion. Zur Codierung von Intimitat, Frankfurt a.M. 1982.

Luhmann, Niklas, Soziale Systeme. Grundri einer allgemeinen Theorie, Frankfurt a. M. 1984.

Luhmann, Niklas, Love as Passion. The Codification of Intimacy, Cambridge, MA 1986.

Luhmann, Niklas, Archimedes und wir. Interviews, ed. by Dirk Baecker and Georg Stanitzek,
Berlin 1987.

Luhmann, Niklas, Die Wissenschaft der Gesellschaft, Frankfurt a.M. 1990.

Luhmann, Niklas, Soziologie des Risikos, Berlin/New York 1991.

Luhmann, Niklas, Risk. A Sociological Theory, New York 1993 (Luhmann 1993a).

Luhmann, Niklas, Deconstruction as Second Order Observing, New Literary History 24 (1993),
763-782 (Luhmann 1993b).

Luhmann, Niklas, Die Kunst der Gesellschaft, Frankfurt a.M. 1995 (Luhmann 1995a).

Luhmann, Niklas, Social Systems, Stanford 1995 (Luhmann 1995b).

Luhmann, Niklas, A Redescription of »Romantic Art«, MLN 111:3 (1996), 506-522 (Luhmann
1996a).

Luhmann, Niklas, Die Realitat der Massenmedien [1995], Opladen 21996 (Luhmann 1996b).

Luhmann, Niklas, Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft, 2 vols., Frankfurt a.M. 1997.

Luhmann, Niklas, Art as a Social System, Stanford 2000.

Luhmann, Niklas, Aufsdtze und Reden, ed. by Oliver Jahraus, Stuttgart 2001.

Luhmann, Niklas, Was ist Kommunikation?, in: Luhmann 2001, 94-110 (Luhmann 2001a).

Luhmann, Niklas, Wie ist Bewul3tsein an Kommunikation beteiligt?, in: Luhmann 2001, 111
136 (Luhmann 2001b).

Luhmann, Niklas, Theories of Distinction. Redescribing the Descriptions of Modernity, ed. by
William Rasch, Stanford 2002.

Luhmann, Niklas, What is Communication?, in: Luhmann 2002, 155-168 (Luhmann 2002a).

Luhmann, Niklas, How Can the Mind Participate in Communication?, in: Luhmann 2002, 169—
184 (Luhmann 2002b).

Luhmann, Niklas, Schriften zu Kunst und Literatur, ed. by Niels Werber, Frankfurt a. M. 2008.

Luhmann, Niklas, Lesen lernen, in: Luhmann 2008, 9-13 (Luhmann 2008a).

Luhmann, Niklas, Weltkunst, in: Luhmann 2008, 189245 (Luhmann 2008b).



Luhmann, Niklas, Wahrnehmung und Kommunikation an Hand von Kunstwerken, in:
Luhmann 2008, 246-257 (Luhmann 2008c).

Luhmann, Niklas, Die Evolution des Kunstsystems, in: Luhmann 2008, 258-275 (Luhmann
2008d).

Luhmann, Niklas, Literatur als fiktionale Realitat, in: Luhmann 2008, 276—291 (Luhmann
2008e).

Luhmann, Niklas, Ohne Titel — wie s0?, in: Luhmann 2008, 296-298 (Luhmann 2008f).

Luhmann, Niklas, Die Ausdifferenzierung des Kunstsystems, in: Luhmann 2008, 316-352
(Luhmann 2008g).

Luhmann, Niklas, Eine Redeskription »romantischer Kunst«, in: Luhmann 2008, 353-372
(Luhmann 2008h).

Luhmann, Niklas, Literatur als Kommunikation, in: Luhmann 2008, 373-388 (Luhmann
2008i).

Luhmann, Niklas, Ausdifferenzierung der Kunst, in: Luhmann 2008, 401-415 (Luhmann
2008j).

Luhmann, Niklas, Theory of Society, 2 vols., Stanford 2012-2013.

Menninghaus, Winfried, Unendliche Verdopplung. Die frihromantische Grundlegung der
Kunsttheorie im Begriff absoluter Selbstreflexion, Frankfurt a.M. 1987.

Nassehi, Armin/Gerd Nollmann (eds.), Bourdieu und Luhmann. Ein Theorienvergleich,
Frankfurt a. M. 2004.

Ort, Claus-Michael. Systemtheorie und Literatur. Teil II: Der literarische Text in der
Systemtheorie, Internationales Archiv flr Sozialgeschichte der deutschen Literatur 20
(1995), 161-178.

Plumpe, Gerhard, Epochen moderner Literatur. Ein systemtheoretischer Entwurf, Opladen
1995.

Reinfandt, Christoph, Systemtheorie und Literatur, Teil IV: Systemtheoretische Uberlegungen
zur  kulturwissenschaftlichen ~ Neuorientierung  der  Literaturwissenschaften,
Internationales Archiv fur Sozialgeschichte der deutschen Literatur 26 (2001), 88-118.

Schlegel, Friedrich, Uber Lessing, in: Ernst Behler (ed.), Kritische Friedrich-Schlegel-
Ausgabe, vol. 2, Miinchen/Paderborn/Wien 1967, 100-125 (Schlegel 1967a).

Schlegel, Friedrich, Lyceums-Fragmente, in: Ernst Behler (ed.), Kritische Friedrich-Schlegel-
Ausgabe, vol. 2, Miinchen/Paderborn/Wien 1967, 147-163 (Schlegel 1967b).

Schlegel, Friedrich, Athendums-Fragmente, in: Ernst Behler (ed.), Kritische Friedrich-
Schlegel-Ausgabe, vol. 2, Munchen/Paderborn/Wien 1967, 165-255 (Schlegel 1967c).

Schlegel, Friedrich, Gesprach ber die Poesie, in: Ernst Behler (ed.), Kritische Friedrich-
Schlegel-Ausgabe, vol. 2, Munchen/Paderborn/Wien 1967, 284-351 (Schlegel 1967d).

Schlegel, Friedrich, Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms, University Park 1968.

Schlegel, Friedrich, Lucinde and the Fragments, Minneapolis 1971.

Schmidt, Benjamin Marius/Oliver Jahraus, Systemtheorie und Dekonstruktion. Die
Supertheorien Niklas Luhmanns und Jacques Derridas im Vergleich, Siegen 1997.
Schmidt, Siegfried J. (ed.), Literaturwissenschaft und Systemtheorie. Positionen, Kontroversen,

Perspektiven, Opladen 1993.

Schwanitz, Dietrich, Systemtheorie und Literatur. Ein neues Paradigma, Opladen 1990.

Staheli, Urs, Sinnzusammenbriiche. Eine dekonstruktivistische Lekttire von Niklas Luhmanns
Systemtheorie, Weilerswist 2000.

Strohschneider-Kohrs, Ingrid, Die romantische Ironie in Theorie und Gestaltung, Tubingen
1960.

Teubner, Gunther, Economics of Gift — Positivity of Justice. The Mutual Paranoia of Jacques
Derrida and Niklas Luhmann, Theory, Culture & Society 18 (2001), 29-47.

Weber, Stefan (ed.), Was konstruiert Kunst? Kunst an der Schnittstelle von Konstruktivismus,
Systemtheorie und Distinktionstheorie, Wien 1999.

4



Werber, Niels, Literatur als System. Zur Ausdifferenzierung literarischer Kommunikation,
Opladen 1992.

Werber, Niels, Nachwort, in: Luhmann 2008, 438-476.

Werber, Niels (ed.), Systemtheoretische Literaturwissenschaft. Begriffe — Methoden -
Anwendungen, Berlin/New York 2011.

2015-09-28
JLTonline ISSN 1862-8990

Copyright © by the author. All rights reserved.
This work may be copied for non-profit educational use if proper credit is given to the author
and JLTonline.

For other permission, please contact JLTonline.

How to cite this item:

Abstract of: Patrick Fortmann, Did Early German Romanticism Impact Systems Theory?.
In: JLTonline (28.09.2015)

Persistent Identifier: urn:nbn:de:0222-003184

Link: http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:0222-003184



mailto:jltonline@phil.uni-goettingen.de
http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:0222-003184

